4           SPEEDING   UP   SHAKESPEARE
been utterly ignored. To repair that oversight,
I purpose now putting William Shakespeare
himself into the witness-box, feeling assured
that, for once in a while, he will abide our
questioning.
In the last quarter of the sixteenth century
literary conceits were in the air, so much so that
no dramatist of the time could escape from the
necessity of juggling with words. The misfortune
was that usage of the sort was apt to become
second nature. An early master of this verbal
legerdemain, Shakespeare never wholly succeeded
in freeing himself from its tyranny, though in
later life he made no response to its impish urgings
at incongruous moments. (There are painful in-
stances of the obsession in Borneo and Juliet.}
One result of the practice was that for him many
clear-cut words lost their definition, became
chameleon-hued. When they came to mind they
brought with them all their connotations. It is
puzzling to the unsuspecting reader to find an
apparently simple word not always used in the
one simple sense.
Here we come to Hecuba. It is to be noted
that Shakespeare most frequently uses the word
act** in the sense of deed or action, and yet
if ever, without giving it some associated